This short commentary will not attempt to summarize the content of the paper. Dr.
Amis' study, in its entirety, is relatively concise and highly readable and I commend it to the readers of this journal who are not already familiar with it. I particularly recommend the report to researchers and development practitioners for despite the title, the work is much more a practitioner's guide than it is a vision statement. Indeed, while the paper invokes the antecedent statements of principles that led to the Freeport conference, a
Commonwealth vision for local government remains elusive. This is an observation, not a criticism of the paper. In the field of development, particularly in relation to governance and democratic reform, the main problem is not the absence of vision or policy or even research for that matter. It is the inability to transform the thinking and the analysis to action. The theme Amis weaves through his paper is the importance of finding out what works and how to make it sustainable.
As noted earlier, the attempt to identify what works is constrained by an absence of common nomenclature for local government and thus a shared appreciation of the problems that need to be solved. In addition to a lack of consensus on exactly what is meant by decentralization or local government, the very concept is highly variable to questions of scale: the size of states themselves and the size of units of local
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government. Amis presents the astonishing statistic that more than half the world's population now lives in urban areas, many or perhaps most of whom live in mega-cities that are more populous than the majority of Commonwealth countries (two-thirds of which have populations under 1.5 million). In addition to the variable of size, there are multiple models reflecting different constitutional or statutory provisions, differences on the spectrum of power sharing, ranging from greater citizen participation at the local level through decentralization of services to devolution of authority and resources to local democratic organs, as well as differences in the heterogeneity of the populations, their stage of development, and their state of fragility.
The way Amis deals with this difficulty is to take an approach that situates his analysis and prescriptions at a high enough level of aggregation to be as inclusive as possible. If there is something missing in the vision implicit in this approach, it is the inspiration of the Harare Declaration and its recognition of governance and basic human rights as the unifying commitment of Commonwealth states. What distinguishes local government reform from macro-economic strategies as an engine of economic development, is that the latter (by its nature) reflects a growth-based approach, and the former (also by its nature), opens the door to a rights-based approach. We know from the era of mega infrastructure projects and the subsequent efforts under structural adjustment programs that growth-based approaches often do not reach the people most desperately in need of the benefits of development. A rights-based approach promotes human development by
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striving to respond to the rights of every citizen to good governance and quality services, to essential infrastructure, to social stability, to a clean and safe environment, to potable water and health care, and to economic opportunity. This is the promise of local government reform.
As noted earlier, previous evaluations as well as the Amis report all conclude that one size does not fit all, and that it is more important to discover what succeeds in each particular situation than to look for some illusive template that can be broadly replicated.
In its most recent evaluation of its $22 billion portfolio of decentralization programs, the take-all is difficult to dislodge. Until this approach is broadly embraced, the relatively anodyne analyses and technical prescriptions contained in the background paper for the Freeport conference will not be capable of achieving the results that are so manifestly needed.
The vision for improving local government that should animate the Commonwealth is to encourage its member states to act upon their local as well as global responsibilities to protect and enhance the health and well-being of humans and ecosystems. In so doing, states must be committed to see this vision reflected in the way they govern, the way they communicate, the way they allocate resources, and the way they respond to the needs of their most vulnerable citizens. For example, if this vision were more evident in the background paper, there might have been greater attention to the impact of local services on women who are particularly affected by access to potable water, primary health care, education, sanitation, local transportation, and recreational facilities. All of these are primarily matters best dealt with at the level of local government. To make governments respond to these needs, the argument must be framed in the context of respect for the Changes in local government will only occur when national governments have the will to act. For that to happen, people need to be made aware that effective local government gives them an opportunity to take charge of many of those aspects of their lives that most concern them on a daily basis. The essential message that needs communication at the local level is that local government empowers ordinary citizens to bring about that change. When meaningful local government reform occurs in reluctant states, it is more likely to be a result of a groundswell of demand from the grassroots than from an epiphany in the councils of national governments.
